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Abstract 
This paper examines the self and the mentality of the postmodern self within the fiction novel 
‘City of Glass’ by Paul Auster (2011). The main assumption is that the protagonist Daniel Quinn is 
influenced by, firstly the city he lives in namely New York and secondly by radically changes in his 
social relations. This project seeks to investigate how Paul Auster through the ‘City of Glass’ 5	  
expresses and challenges the view of the self. Furthermore we want to investigate how the 
postmodern author, Paul Auster, uses the narrator in order to influence the story’s plot and setting. 
This is done through an investigation and research of narratology and the narrative within fiction, 
the postmodern vs. postmodernism, the self and the consequences or risks of living in a postmodern 
age, seen from both a poststructuralists point of view, Anthony Giddens, and a social constructionist 10	  
point of view, Kenneth Gergen. This is investigated by the use of a hermeneutic approach. With this 
we come to the conclusion that Paul Auster uses several different narrative techniques in order to 
present the social dilemmas for the individual Daniel Quinn, living under postmodern conditions. 
This results in the reader getting a greater understanding of the postmodern consciousness.  
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Introduction 
In a postmodern era, the formation of identity can become a major struggle. Along with this 
struggle comes the challenge for the postmodern individual who is constantly searching for, his or 
hers inner core. In such cases the question: Who am I? Is often the main question, but maybe the 
question should rather be: Who do I want to become? In a postmodern age, one lives with numerous 5	  
of opportunities that can create, what Anthony Giddens refers to as, existential anxiety for 
individuals. These opportunities arose and grew along with globalization and industrialization and 
further the social mobility that went along with these expanded economic opportunities (Giddens, 
1991:x).   
We seek to explore how these postmodern conditions affects the individual, and how it is being 10	  
expressed in the book ‘City of Glass’ by Paul Auster (2011), through the protagonist Daniel Quinn.  
‘City of Glass’ plays on the notion of identity. In this book it occurs that one is nothing without 
family. Therefore, there is nothing left but roles, roles to play out in the social world. However, are 
the roles becoming a part of one’s identity? Even though ones visible identity/roles may differ 
depending on the social arena one is present in, does that mean that the role one has amongst certain 15	  
people is not a part of that same person’s identity? In addition, is it not debatable whether or not one 
can state that there is a shift of identity rather than a shift of appearance?  
 
Problem definition  
• How does Paul Austher use the narrator in order to express and challenge the view of the self, 20	  
and how does he display the social dilemmas caused by a postmodern lifestyle? 
 
Research Questions 
• How has the postmodern affected the literature/narrative in fiction? 
• How is the postmodern expressed through the narrative in the ‘City of Glass’? 25	  
• How has the postmodern affected not only the understanding of the self, but further the 
individual living under these conditions? 
• What are the sociological challenges of living under postmodern conditions, and how is this 
being expressed in ‘City of Glass’ through the protagonist Daniel Quinn?  
 30	  
Methodology 
This project will take its departure in the emergence of the postmodern culture. First we will 
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distinguish between postmodernism and postmodernity, using Simon Malpas as a reasonable 
example. Hereby we will discover how the transition from romanticism to modernism has caused 
the emergence of a postmodern culture and a change in literature and narratives within fiction. 
Therefore it seemed reasonable to include the theory of narratology, both theories will be 
incorporated in an analysis of the novel, ‘City of Glass’ by Paul Auster (2011). Second we will 5	  
make an account for both, the Social Constructionist, Kenneth Gergen’s theories about the 
postmodern self, using his book ‘The Saturated Self ‘ (2000), and Anthony Giddens’, a 
poststructuralist, theories of what he calls The Late Modern Age and the self (It is important to 
stress that the late modern age is what both Malpas, and Gergen calls the postmodern age). This will 
lead to a sociological analysis of the protagonist Daniel Quinn in ‘City of Glass’.  10	  
 
Hermeneutic approach 
Hermeneutics refers to, according to Kjørup (2008), the doctrine or theory of interpretation. 
Hermeneutics originates from a combination of Greek and Latin hermeneuein “to interpret” and 
hermeneia “interpretation” (2008: 63). However; overall, there are no clear definition and 15	  
demarcation of what regards hermeneutics due to its dispersed roots background. Some textbooks 
defines hermeneutics as a ‘forholdsvis konkret tolkningsteori og metodelære (Schleiermarcher)’(‘a 
relatively concrete interpretation theory and a teaching of methodology (Schleiermarcher)’)(Kjørup, 
2008: 63). Other textbooks refers to ‘rent filosofiske overvejelser over mennesket som et tolkende 
væsen (Heidegger) (the philosophical awareness and reflections of man as a creature of 20	  
interpretation (Heidegger))’ (Kjørup. 2008: 63). Within the field of classic traditions, the allegoric 
method/theory was the most commonly used in order to interpret and decode biblical texts, e.g. The 
Old Testament, for the purpose of a greater understanding and in order to transfer the decoded 
information to the New Testament.  In other words:   
 25	  
En forudsætning for al tidligere tolkningskunst (……) havde været at opgaven ikke så meget 
var at finde tekstens mere eller mindre skjulte betydning, men at finde den sandhed som var 
udtrykt i teksten (a prerequisite for all previous interpretation Art (......) had been that the task 
was not so much to find the text’s more or less hidden meaning, but to find the truth as 
expressed in the text) (Kjørup, 2008: 66) 30	  
 
Within the field of hermeneutics, the more advanced traditions all incorporate the following 
interpretation tools (depending on the type of text) Kjørup (2008); the historical, the allegorical, 
tropological and the anagogical and roughly translated it means:   
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[…] den bogstavligste betydning, den åndeligt billedlige, den moralsk retledende, og den der 
peger mod forhåbningen om det hinsides (the literal, spiritual pictorial, the moral guiding and 
the one that is directed at the hope of the beyond). (Kjørup, 2008: 65). 
 5	  
Through time, several hermeneutic theorists have left their mark, however, they mainly 
distinguish between two main traditions: The German and Anglo-Saxon tradition (Herman, Jahn & 
Ryan, 2005: 211), where the former focus most on interpretation of texts, the latter puts more 
emphasis on human actions.  
Due to the focus of our project we will only be making use of The German tradition because of its 10	  
emphasis on interpretation of text. This is what we believe is the most relevant. 
Among these German hermeneutic tradition theorists is the philosopher, theologian and 
philologist F.D.E. Schleiermacher (Kjørup: 2008: 63-69)	  and his view of ‘understanding’ as a 
general term.(Kjørup 2008: 69) He emphasizes and distinguishes between two textual 
characteristics: Understanding and explanation. To explain an utterance to others is something he 15	  
considers as more of a rhetorical task. Therefore, he does not focus too much on this. However, he 
believes that the first mentioned contains two aspects, known as: a linguistic and a psychological. 
These terms represents traits, which are important to textual contexts. These terms are followed by 
elements subdivided into a grammatically and a psychologically part. According to him, these two 
must be thought of as one united entity and are therefore not as two separate units: 20	  
 
Hvis det er nærliggende at se det sproglige som det underordnede, i og med at tanken er 
formuleret sprogligt, er det lige så nærliggende at se det sproglige som overordnet det 
tankemæssige, i og med at tanken forudsætter sproget (If one considers it obvious to see the 
language as a subordinate to thoughts, due to the thought being formulated orally then it is 25	  
equally obvious to see the language as superior to the thought, due to the fact that thought 
requires language)(Kjørup, 2008: 70) 
 
A significant part of interpretation and understanding within a text is the concept of the 
Hermeneutic circle, which, is explained by Friedrich Ast (originally introduced by Martin 30	  
Heidegger). (Kjørup 2008:68) The concept builds upon the idea that in order to gain a full 
understanding of a text as a whole, one must also have an understanding of the individual parts of 
the text, and vice versa. However, the challenges of the Hermeneutic circle lies not within getting 
out of the circle, but rather getting out.  
Following the footsteps of Schleiermacher, Kjørup (2008: 70), we come to learn that he stresses the 35	  
importance of one’s understanding of the texts presented; it is important to consider them in a 
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broader perspective than just focusing on the texts itself. The texts represent a kind of track that the 
interpreter can follow in order to put it into a greater cultural and historical context. In other words, 
by elucidating this relation between texts, its historical and cultural background, the interpreter can 
achieve a greater psychological insight into the author's life within a specific historical framework 
than the author himself was able to.  5	  
Another important character when speaking of hermeneutics is the philosopher and historian W. 
Dilthey, student of Schleiermacher. According to Kjørup (2008: 71), he is an important contributant 
to a greater understanding of the humanistic theory of sciences. He operates within two different 
angles, which he tries to connect: Hermeneutics as science and hermeneutics as philosophy.  
He refers to key concepts as “Nachbilden” (recreate), “Nachleben” (experiencing something again), 10	  
“Mitfühlen” (compassion) and “Einfühlung” (empathy) (Kjørup, 2008: 71). The latter, known as 
empathy, plays a significant role. This is because that in order to follow plays or literary texts, it is 
essential that one possess the ability to fill in the gaps, or rather to be able to read between the lines. 
We will not elaborate further upon the philosophical angle due to its lack of relevance to our 
project.  15	  
 
To cover our two dimensions Text & Sign and Subjectivity & Learning, we will utilize this 
hermeneutic approach as an analytical tool or theory, because it fits its purpose to our project: 
elucidate traits and themes of the Postmodern Age. We will try to decipher characteristic textual 
traits or isms of the Postmodern Age, which, according to Simon Malpas, (2005), expresses 20	  
themselves in a different manner mainly within architecture, art and literature. Malpas distinguishes 
between Postmodernity and Postmodernism, and in our analysis of ‘City of Glass’ by Paul Auster, 
originally from the year 1987, we will try to explain both, by illustrate and involve postmodernist 
features and themes expressed through the novel. In order to do so, we will focus on the following 
three important textual traits: as intertextuality, metatextuality/metafiction and autofiction. In 25	  
addition to this, the identity formations or issues expressed through the novel by using main 
concepts from Giddens poststructuralist work from 1991: Modernity and Self-identity: Self and 
Society in The Late Modern Age, and Gergen’s social constructionist work from 2000: The 
Saturated Self. Main concepts and social constructed angles offered by these two theorists have 
similarities, but also differences and that is what we would like to investigate in our project. In other 30	  
words, elucidate the most relavant facets of identity formations of the Postmodern Age by using 
these concepts offered by Giddens and Gergen.   
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The reason for choosing City Of Glass is due to the characteristic traits and themes of the 
Postmodernity. The author, Paul Auster seems to us as a good choice to portray these postmodernist 
issues and demonstrate how these manifest themselves in textual contexts, for example by using the 
main character, Quinn as an actor to deconstruct the genre of classical mystery novels. 
Deconstructed in the sense that in classical mystery novels, the protagonist is assigned a case that 5	  
leads to a solution, but in the case of Quinn, it is literary demonstrated how the solution leads to 
nothing, to an anti-climax. He plays with multiple characters and narrative angles, first-person 
narrators and third-person narrators at the same time so it is important to be attentive through the 
novel in order to follow the story of Quinn and his identity issues. Issues that are of great 
importance of the High Modernity, as Giddens calls the Late Modern Age. This particular challenge 10	  
has its source in the out phasing of traditional values, primarily in Western countries.  
As mentioned previously, some of the textual features used, are autofiction, which refers to Auster’s 
personal involvement in the novel itself and to intertextuality, which refers to the direct link to other 
literary works, e.g. an important character in Through the Looking Glass by Lewis Caroll named 
Humpty Dumpty. He plays a significant role in order to elucidate the identity challenges presented 15	  
in the novel. Other postmodernist characteristics are e.g. the title itself ‘City of Glass’ Why this 
particular title? What does it refers to? These questions are just a few among the many one may ask.  
 
Theory 
To help us better understand some of the symbols within the novel, we have used two theorist and 20	  
their approaches to understanding characters. This theory section we will be utilizing postmodern as 
an era and look for symbols within the ‘City of Glass’ for how he incorporate the postmodern. With 
this we wish to use different theories from Simon Malpas (2005) and Shlommith Rimmon-Kenan 
(2002). We will be looking at the postmodern through Simon Malpas’ book ‘The postmodern’ using 
the introduction as well as chapters 1 and 2. This will be the first part. 25	  
Furthermore, we will be using Shlommith Rimmon-Kenan’s book ‘Narrative fiction’, chapters 5 
and 7. We will be using this to be able to make characterization of the protagonist Quinn. Drawing 
on some different tools we can use for our analysis while using some terms within narratology. This 
will be the second part of our analysis. 
The reason for this to further our understanding of how the Self can be perceived through the eyes 30	  
of a reader trying to better understand the narrator within ‘City of Glass’. 
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Theory for the Humanities Text & Sign 
During this semester, we were introduced to the course ‘Theory for the Humanities’, this course 
showed us different ways of working with theories within the humanities. Our theories lie within 
both the humanities and a little from the Social Sciences.  5	  
 
In order to cover the ‘Text and Sign’ dimension we used two different theorist, we had a lot of 
choices of different for in this postmodern age we have so many theories that the ”theory lexicon 
certainly puts on a good show” (Cunningham, 2005:197). This can make it confusing for people to 
decide which theory they should use. Within the literary world we have so many conceptions to 10	  
take from e.g ‘novel theories, approaches, terminology, rhetoric’ (Cunningham, 2005:197). 
We decided to use some of the theories from Simon Malpas – The Postmodern (2005) and 
Shlommith Rimmon-Kenan – ‘Narrative Fiction’ (2002). We wanted to incorporate these theories 
along with the ones from the other dimension to see if the symbols of the characters within the 
books would match with ‘identity crisis in the postmodern age’. We wanted to look at the 15	  
protagonist Quinn from Paul Auster ‘The City of Glass’ (2011) and compare this to the books from 
Lewis Carrol ‘Alice in Wonderland’ (1993) and the sequel ‘Through the Looking Glass’ (2010). 
The theories for this particular dimension is based in humanities with a divergent thinking as stated 
in Kuhn’s ‘The Essential Tension’, the reason this is that within this dimension we can go any way 
we want, we have “the freedom to go off in different directions” (Kuhn, 1977:226). We have a 20	  
freedom to go any direction we wishes. 
This can easily be seen in Malpas’ ‘The Postmodern’ when it comes to the definition of what the 
postmodern society is. Here the divergent thinking has critics discussing what the definition should 
be. 
When it comes to Rimmon-Kenan’s ‘Narrative Fiction’ this kind of thinking is also prominent 25	  
when defining what should be important to use for the tools for analyze. 
 
Postmodernism/Postmodernity 
In the book ’The Postmodern’ (2005) Simon Malpas makes an attempt to give the average reader 
an impression of the postmodern as a concept. He does this by pointing out the different significant 30	  
areas such as art, culture, history, and theoretical approaches through the eyes of  chosen theorists. 
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Examples of such are the French philosopher Jean-Francois Lyotard (1924-2998), American literary 
critic Ihab Hassan (1925), Linda Hutcheson (1947), and other experts within the field.  
In the matter of relevance, this theory section will only draw upon the introduction as well as 
chapter 1 and 2. The mentioned chapters have been our focus due to Malpas’ discussion of 
Postmodernism vs. Postmodernity, the postmodern characteristics, examples of literature, 5	  
architecture, and theorists.  
Within the term of the postmodern, one comes across two expressions: Postmodernity and 
Postmodernism. But how do they differ? Malpas distinguishes between these by explaining that 
postmodernity refers to an epoch or a period, whilst postmodernism refers to a style/genre (Malpas 
2005:9). Introducing the term of the postmodern, Malpas links globalization to the postmodern 10	  
lifestyle, when speaking of the contemporary culture (Maplas, 2005:1). Malpas here points towards 
Lyotard who uses the expression ‘Anything goes culture’ (Malpas, 2005: 2). He explains how the 
cultured mixed world, according to some, would be seen as the essence of a postmordern societey. 
However, Malpas argues that ‘another postmodern world coexists with this’ (Malpas, 2005:2).  
Malpas claims that the realism of the postmodern is the realism of money, in other words, the 15	  
lifestyle of the postmodern is only for the wealthy, or more accuratly as Malpas himself puts it: 
‘The wealthy western elite’ (Malpas, 2005:2). He expresses his conviction of how the postmodern 
has yet another version: ‘That of deregulation, dispersal and disruption as the securities of tradition 
and communiry are continualy crushed’ (Malpas, 2005:3).   
He then argues for the importance and the role of the postmodern thinkers, claiming that they 20	  
have to seek in order to explore and question this ‘contemporary situation’ (Malpas, 2005:3), 
nevertheless, grasp oppertunities and respond to (its) challenges of which they might face. 
However, despite Malpas’ reflections above, he states that there is no easy and precise definition 
when speaking of the postmodern. He even goes as far as stating that it is ‘impossible’ (Malpas, 
2005:4). The definition of the postmodern is a widely discussed topic amongst critics and 25	  
supporters, leaving several ideas of the definition, but no conclusion. Some believe that it is a 
period of playful freedom and consumer choice, whilst others view it negativly as more of a 
capitalistic culture-spread that has gotten out of hand (Malpas, 2005:4). 
Despite the absence of a universal definition, Malpas underlines the importance of the pluralities 
of such definitions. By this, he means to say that these many definitions contributes to a broad 30	  
understanding of the concept. It is also worth mentioning, that Malpas himself claims that 
postmodernity already is a discourse (Malpas, 2005:5). The American literary critic Ihab Hassan 
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were one of the first to distinguish between Modern and Postmodern. Malpas includes the 
illustration of these differences on page 7 in this book, once again to contribute to the broader 
impression of the postmodern. Figure 1 shows these examples of Hassans illustrated differences:  
 
Figure 1: ‘What the list also demonstrates quite helpfully is that stylistic, literary and philosophical 5	  
categories are intermixed in any definition of postmodernism or postmodernity’ (Malpas, 2005:9).  
 
Modernism Postmodernism 
Romanticism/Symbolism  Pataphysics/Dadaism 
Form (conjunctive, closed) Antiform (disjunctive, open) 
Purpose    Play 
Design Chance 
Hierarchy Anarchy 
  
The American architectural theorist and critic Charles Jencks states that postmodernism is a 
worldwide movement in all arts and disciplines (Malpas, 2005:11). Malpas explains that Jenks sees 
postmodernism as ‘the style of our age’ (Malpas, 2005:11) and claims that, ‘the postmodernism is 10	  
‘omnipresent’ in all aspects of contemporary culture’ (Malpas, 2005:11). We especially witness this 
‘style of our age’ when looking at the architecture. The typical characteristics lie not only within the 
design, but very much indeed in the materials that are used: glass, concrete, and steel. Malpas then 
includes what he calls ‘the most cited example of postmodern architecture’ (Malpas, 2005:16). 
‘Its ‘great reflective glass skin’ and hard-to-find entrances lead to ‘a peculiar and placeless 15	  
dissociation’ in which the outside city is ‘not even an exterior, inasmuch as when you look at the 
hotel’s outer walls you cannot see the hotel itself but only the distorted image of everything that 
surrounds it’ (Malpas, 2005:16).  
As Malpas goes on to trace the different characteristics of the different aspects of 
postmodernism, he turns to literature, demonstrating the styles of the postmodern, using an example 20	  
of the book ‘Poor Things’ (1992) by Alasdair Gray. Here the reader is made aware of the competing 
voices and styles, which all appear to contradict and undermine each other. This trait is an aspect of 
postmodern fiction that the American critic Brian McHale introduces in his book ‘Postmodernist 
fiction’ (1987) (Malpas, 2005:24). McHale claims that one of the main characteristics of 
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postmodern fiction is that it explores ontological questions (Malpas, 2005:24), in other words, 
questions concerning the status of reality in the world or, as Malpas puts it: 
 
‘[…] according to McHale postmodern fiction confronts the reader with questions about what sort of 
world is being created at each moment in the text, and who or what in a text they can believe or rely on, 5	  
i.e. questions of ontology’ (Malpas, 2005:24). 
  
Malpas further argues, that the competing voices and styles have more to it than just artistic 
playfulness, it also has the purpose of engaging in cultural and political questions (Malpas, 
2005:26). Hutcheson argues that the literary techniques of the postmodern, forms a genre that she 10	  
calls historiographic metafiction; a self-conscious mode of writing that meta-fictionally comments 
and investigates its own status of fiction, and further our ideas of the relations between fiction, 
reality, and truth (Malpas, 2005: 26). 
An interesting fact that Malpas points out, is the fact that many works containing the most the 
postmodern traits, were written earlier than what is recognized as the era of postmodernism. Malpas 15	  
further adds to this statement: ‘Critics who argue for a stylistic rather than period-based account of 
Postmodernism tend to follow the arguments about artistic representation developed by the French 
philosopher Jean-François Lyotard in his essay ‘An Answer to the Question, What is the 
Postmodern?’ (Malpas, 2005:28). However, as Malpas previously stated no precise definition of the 
postmodern, can be pin pointed or grasped, but the traits of the postmodern lifestyle and mentality 20	  
can be observed within literature, architecture, art, politics, and history. 
 
Narratology  
As stated by Herman et al narratology tries ‘to locate what narratives and only narratives have in 
common’ (Herman, 2005:379). We have looked at some of the concepts there we have found useful 25	  
in order to analyze using Narratology that we wished to use for better understand the protagonist 
Quinn in Paul Auster’s book “The City of Glass”. First, we want to clarify characterization and 
narrative voices, based on Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan’s book ‘Narrative Fiction’, after this there will 
be a minor clarification of autofiction, intertextuality, and metafiction/metatextuality, which will be 
based on Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory by Herman et al (2005). 30	  
 
Narrative voices 
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Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan (2002) points out that different narratives have a variety of influences 
on the readers understanding of the story.  
A diegetic narrator (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002) focuses on storytelling and recounting, not showing 
or acting. This phenomenon is normally used within movie narratives, but is also functional when 
discussing the narratives of written stories (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). Shlomith emphasizes that a 5	  
diegetic narrator typically has different degrees. Typically one speaks of three varieties of degrees; 
Intradiegetic, extradiegetic, and hypodiegetic (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). 
 
• Intradiegetic is where the author is a part of the story, in a way a character, whilst being the 
narrator of the story (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). This type of author tells the story to another 10	  
character in the book, having the effect of making the reader feel like he/she is a part of the 
story (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). 
• Extradiegetic narrator is the all-knowing-author, which is the most common type of author 
(Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). The author is not a part of the narration; instead he is above the 
characters, narrating the events, the characters inner thoughts, and their actions (Rimmon-15	  
Kenan, 2002). 
• Hypodiegetic author is basically a story within the story. Hypo indicates that it is beyond or 
beneath the story (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). 
 
Rimmon-Kenan (2002) explains that the ‘real’ author is the only one who has a voice. He or she is 20	  
the narrator and storyteller. The narrator implied is voiceless; therefore, he/she is not the one telling 
the story (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002).  
It is possible to have more than one narrator within a novel. It can, for instance, be the 
intradiegetic- and the extradiegetic narrator (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). 
 25	  
Autofiction 
Autofiction is a homodiegetic narrative, or first-person narrator. Often it is the author himself, 
whose real name, events or life appear in fiction novels by that author (Herman et al, 2010). In other 
words, an author is identifiable in particular fiction novels due to the direct connection to the 
author’s real name, life, and related events (Herman et al, 2010). Doubrovsky states that what 30	  
distinguish autofiction from autobiography is that the former represents ‘a chronological and 
rhetorical arrangement of events based on methods of psychoanalysis’ (Herman et al, 2010: 36). In 
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poststructuralist fiction novels, a distinction between facts and fiction does not exist anymore and 
autofiction highlights ‘[…] the questioning of the common distinction between art and life, and the 
collapse of the concept of a homogenous, autonomous subject identity’ (Herman et al, 2010: 37). 
 
Intertextuality  5	  
Intertextuality is, according to Herman et al, a text which refers to or involves others texts. In 
other words, ‘refers to the presence of a text A in a text B’ (Herman et al, 2010: 256) and ‘A and B 
are intertextually bound if they share ‘semantic traces’ regardless of chronology’ (Herman et al, 
2010: 257). They distinguishes between two types of intertextuality: The universal narrative and a 
more peeled and limited version, which is predominant in novels, short stories and so forth. The 10	  
former has its roots in, amongst others, Saussure’s structural linguistic principles such as 
paradigm/syntagm, dynamic distinction between langue, language, and parole, words (Further 
elaboration can be found in the section: ‘Saussure’) (Herman et al, 2010). The latter, limited 
narrative has its roots in; intertextuality with its postmodernism metalinguistic traits, these are 
predominant in the postmodern age (Herman et al, 2010). In other words, these unique traits is 15	  
characterised by its overall deconstructive tendencies rather than the constructive ones and 
‘critiques the ‘pretext’ and its ideology instead of ‘imitating’ them’ (Broich in Herman et al, 2010: 
261). 
 
Metafiction/Metatextuality  20	  
Metatextuality is, according to Kjældgaard et al (2012), texts that implicit or explicit refers to or 
connects other literary texts. These references may involve direct comments to this particular texts 
title or indirect references without mentioning the text it refers to (Herman et al, 2010).  
Metafiction refers to a narrative practice, which was developed from the mid-70s to the mid-80s, 
and roughly defines all fiction novels generally as ‘existing simultaneously in a vast hall of mirrors, 25	  
each partially reflecting and reduplication all of the others’ (Borges in Herman et al, 2010: 301). In 
other words, all kinds of postmodernist fiction novels are characterized by their tendency to reflect, 
reproduce and incorporate different elements from other works and reconstruct a new and updated 
version.  
 30	  
Characterization 
Group	  5	   The	  Postmodern	  Self	  in	  the	  ‘City	  of	  Glass’	   2014-­‐12-­‐18	  Roskilde	  University	   H.I.B.	  03.1.2	   Autumn	  
	   14	  
There are three main ways of analysing characters within fiction. We will utilize the theories 
presented in Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan’s book ‘Narrative Fiction’ (2002), focusing on chapter 5 and 
7, in order to analyse the protagonist Quinn in Paul Auster’s ‘City of Glass’ (2011). However these 
personality traits will be present in the social psychology analysis.   
Shlomith writes about direct definition and indirect presentation (Ewen cited in Rimmon-Kenan, 5	  
2002:59). Direct definition is when the author directly explains the characters personality (Rimmon-
Kenan, 2002). In order to analyse direct definitions one can use different tools, for instance 
adjectives used to describe the characters personality traits (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). A good 
example hereof could be ‘Quinn had been more ambitious’ (Auster, 2011:4). Another way to 
analyse characters are abstract nouns, which explains the qualities of the characters (Rimmon-10	  
Kenan, 2002). A good example of this could be ‘this is not the face of a madman’ (Auster, 
2011:39). This has the effect of telling the reader what the other characters, within the novel, thinks 
of the person described (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). The author amplifies the definitions and traits of 
the characters in order to make the story trustworthy (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). However, there are 
other indicators of the characters personality. The author has the power, so to speak, to make the 15	  
reader believe everything he/she reads, and then the author can twist the story in a way that the 
reader did not foresee. These twists can be used in order to show that, how the characters see the 
main character is not necessarily his/her real personality (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). 
Indirect presentation is the opposite of direct definition. Here the author presents the characters 
personality indirectly (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). The reader must interpret the characters, meaning 20	  
that the author does not expose any personality traits directly, but uses actions throughout the story, 
in order for the reader to gain a greater understanding of the characters (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002).  
 
As Rimmon-Kenan (2002) points out there are three different kinds of habits:  
• Commission actions are a part of everyday life 25	  
• Omission actions are actions the character is supposed to do, but does not. The character 
gives in to his/her temptation and chooses to do anything else but what he/she was supposed 
to 
• Contemplated act is a plan that is not realized by the character, for instance a future plan  
 30	  
Speech is another indirect presentation. Speech gives the reader an impression of the characters. 
The reader gets to know the characters inner thoughts and secrets (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). 
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Sometimes a certain dialect or social class is presented; this might show the reader where the 
characters are from, and gives an idea of the characters background (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). 
Appearance is indirect presentation, which can be difficult to analyze, since it is all written 
information and none visual (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). However, it is important information; it can 
as well as the dialect tell the reader where the characters are from, since different countries have 5	  
different traits of appearance (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). If a girl in a novel is described as having blue 
eyes and blonde hair, one might associate her with a Scandinavian girl. On a side note, these 
characteristics are also typically symbols of sweetness and innocence (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). 
Environment is the final indirect presentation, which Shlomith presents. It can, for instance, 
involve milieu and relations, in which the characters are involved (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). If the 10	  
reader gets a description of their home or the city the character live in, it might help the reader gain 
a greater understanding of social class etc. (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). 
  
Analogy, another way of analyzing characters, has three different focuses, names, landscapes, 
and characters. Names are ‘visual, as when the letter O is associated with a round and fat person 15	  
and the letter I with a tall thin one’ (Hamon cited in Rimmon-Kenan, 2002:68). Furthermore, the 
sound of the character’s name can help the reader associate, for example, a familiar sound ‘like the 
buzz of flies in the name ‘Beelzebub’’ (Hamon cited in Rimmon-Kenan, 2002:68). Articulatory is 
the pronunciation of names (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). It suggests different traits of the characters. 
Additionally, names often have a certain meaning; this is called morphological (Rimmon-Kenan, 20	  
2002). The meaning of ones name may even be traced back to heritage in the sense of one’s last 
name or even Greek mythology (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). When using the names of Greek 
mythology, the author creates a humorous story and, due to the associations, it may add new 
personality traits to the character (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002).  
Landscape is able to help the reader gain a greater understanding of the character (Rimmon-25	  
Kenan, 2002). An example from ‘City of Glass’ could be: ‘New York was an inexhaustible space, a 
labyrinth of endless steps’ (Auster, 2011:3), this explains how the city, where the protagonist Quinn 
lives, feels like, and further the effect New York can have on his emotions. It can tell about a 
character in a way environment cannot. 
 30	  
Shortly all actions indicate personality traits (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). It can, for instance, be 
whether the character is reliable or not. It is important to stress that one trait does not exclude other 
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traits (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). The fictional character has a variety of personality traits, just as 
‘real’ persons. The complexity of the characters in the novel is relatable to those existing; they can 
be strong or weak etc. Furthermore, the traits presented or interpreted can dominate the text, the 
character, and further, they can become a bigger part of the plot. However, personality traits of the 
character can be changed by a certain event (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). Furthermore, personality traits 5	  
can overlap, and complement each other, making the character seem like two different persons or 
one complete. 
 
Saussure 
Structuralism and Semiotics  10	  
The Swiss theorist and linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure (Kjørup, 2008, Winn, 1998) is well 
known for his language studies. He stressed that studying language, with its complicated facets, was 
not something someone simply just did, due to the diversity of the language and its content of too 
many scientifically aspects such as sociology, psychology, anthropology etc. (Kjørup, 2008: 138). 
However, within language one can find an abstract unity of what Saussure calls ‘the language 15	  
system’ (Kjørup, 2008: 138). Here the language itself is divided between langue (language) as a 
system and parole (speech) as a particular act of speaking. According to Saussure, the system 
cannot be observed directly without context, but has to be analysed through its context of daily use 
(Kjørup, 2008: 138). Furthermore, this system is purely a form that is based on reciprocal 
differences and relations (Kjørup, 2008: 138). Saussure claims that this defines the entire system - 20	  
something purely structural and abstract.  
One of Saussure’s most famous theories concerns the Signified and the Signifier (Winn, 1998). 
The first of the two represents ‘the set of sounds by which we designate a tree or a horse’ (1998: 76) 
where the second represents ‘the idea or thing designated by the set of sounds’ (1998: 76). In other 
words, the signified refers to the set of sounds one describes, a specific phenomenon that appears in 25	  
front of you. The signifier refers to the idea or thought of that particular phenomenon. Saussure 
sums up the essence of this theory with the following statement: “…our thought – apart from its 
expression in words – is only a shapeless and indistinct mass” (Winn, 1998: 84).  
In relation to the theory mentioned above, Saussure (Kjørup, 2008: 139) distinguishes between 
syntagmatic and paradigmatic contexts. The former refers to a connection of grammatical 30	  
subcomponents, words e.g. ‘the old man reading newspaper’ (Kjørup, 2008: 139), which forms a 
whole, a sentence or a syntagm, and the latter, refers to the way in which a word in a sentence, e.g. 
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‘man’ may recurs in other contexts or paradigms, e.g. male/masculine or man/boy (Kjørup, 
2008:139). In other words, paradigms may express itself through groups of synonyms or 
connections with common features, which include words from the same word class with same 
endings - man, clan, can, van (Kjørup, 2008: 139). 
 5	  
Analysis (Text & Sign)  
The ‘City of Glass’ by Paul Auster 
Using the knowledge from our theory, we will now analyze the protagonist Daniel Quinn. In our 
theory section, narratology, we have accounted for the various features, presented by Rimmon-
Kenan, which is important in order to analyze the different personality traits we come across, when 10	  
looking at Quinn.   
Quinn is a ‘[…] thirty-five years old’ (Auster, 2011:3) writer. Unfortunately, he has lost his 
family, we do however, not get explained the cause of death. His happiness and role as a father has 
been taken away from him and he now find himself lost, not only in the big city New York, but 
further he feels lost within himself. There is nothing he loves more than walking around in the 15	  
streets of New York, but somehow, out there, he is no one but yet another anonymous individual 
passing by. Daniel Quinn as a writer used to publish books using his own name as the author, but 
currently he has chosen to publish his books using the alias William Wilson. Not only the authors 
name has change, but also the mood of the stories he has written. He used to write stories with a 
happy plot, but now they have somehow become the straight opposite.  20	  
With the knowledge from our theory, we will now take a deeper insight into Daniel Quinn. 
As Rimmon-Kenan (2002) pointed out there are various features which you have to keep an eye on, 
but to see these traits should we look at Quinn. Who is Quinn? What are some direct traits we are 
told? “He was thirty-five years old” (Auster, 2011:3), who has unfortunately lost his family. All his 
happiness has been taken from him and the 'role' he had is now gone. Through his actions when he 25	  
walks around in the confusing city New York, "a labyrinth of endless steps" (Auster, 2011:3), out 
on the road, he is no one and there is therefore no need to find a 'role'. Where and how a character 
lives can show the reader the mental state of that character as Rimmon-Kenan have explained. 
Commission actions are also traits that can explain the character as she told, and Quinn’s walks in 
N.Y are that (2002). Quinn leaves the ‘role’, which he has so far known, and trying to grow a new 30	  
one. 
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As an attempt to do this he begins to writes mysteries novels under a different name - William 
Wilson - before he wrote in his own name and the works were happy, now they were shrouded in 
mist. 
Rimmon-Kenan (2002) believes that events, is a way to look at the character and see who the 
person really is. This we can see when the unexpected happens, the phone rings and he has the 5	  
ability to take a new 'role', this action was the one that led to him to his downfall. This opportunity 
to take a new ‘role’ was right in front of him even if only for a little while. The phone call was 
about a couple who needed help; they were in need for a detective as Quinn chose to pretend that he 
is. This was an act, which he should not have made; he is not a professional detective. Now, he has 
a new 'role' and as he has inspiration from a familiar face named Max Work, with this inspiration, 10	  
he deceived Peter Stillman Jr. and his wife and led them to believe that he was Paul Auster, the 
detective. “He knew what he was going to do, and that the time had come, he did it. ‘Speaking’” 
(Auster, 2011:11) This is as Rimmon-Kenan (2002) has explained an omission action. 
He agrees to help them and keep eye on Peter Stillman Senior. "I’m sure I’ll be able to recognize 
him at the station tomorrow" (Auster, 2011:31), another action he should not have made, these 15	  
omission actions are turning points which are important for analysis according to Rimmon-Kenan 
(2002). The narrator shows through Quinn's actions that this new 'role' is becoming a greater part of 
him. He begins to forget himself. 
The next thing that happens in his life is that he goes into more depth with whom Stillman 
senior. Is, while keeping a close eye on what he is doing. This leads his own life in a mystery like 20	  
the ones he writes about under the name W.W. His old habit of walking around the streets of New 
York reflected in Stillman Senior. who also went around in the streets, it seems like an endless walk 
without a goal, but Quinn discovers a pattern. The walk had reminiscent of letters and Quinn goes 
into more depth in it. All what Quinn goes through is documented in a red notebook that he always 
carries with him everywhere; this was to be a big part of his life. These were some of the actions 25	  
that Rimmon-Kenan (2002) believes are important turning points. 
The mystery plot deepens and Quinn are pulled into it, he decides to meet Stillman senior. face 
to face. They meet in a total of three times and at every meeting Quinn is someone new to him; he 
therefore chooses to take advantage of this and therefore uses different names. At the first meeting, 
he uses his own name, "I’m happy to oblige you. My name is Quinn" (Auster, 2011:74) at the 30	  
second meeting he chooses to be the person Henry Dark, a character from Stillman senior’s book, 
"’Do I know you?’ he asked. I don’t think so,’ said Quinn. ‘My name is Henry Dark’" (Auster, 
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2011:79). At the last meeting he chooses to be Peter Stillman, he does not say whom and Stillman 
senior accepts him as his own son ‘’My name is Peter Stillman,’ said Quinn. ‘That’s my name,’ 
answered Stillman. ‘I’m Peter Stillman.’ ‘I’m the other Peter Stillman,’ said Quinn ‘Oh. You mean 
my son’’ (Auster, 2011:84). Rimmon-Kenan (2002) believes that name has an importance for the 
characters, and we have a list of the names and what they mean. 5	  
The 'role' Quinn has taken is becoming a bigger and bigger part of him. He figures out that the 
main goal for Stillman senior. is to give everything meaning. He discovers that he believes that “the 
world is in fragments, sir. And it’s my job to put it back together again.” (Auster, 2011:76) He even 
compares himself to Humpty Dumpty. When it starts to turn into a black hole and Stillman senior 
do not turn up for his usual walk, Quinn discovers he has lost him. He then desperately try to 10	  
contact Stillman junior’s wife, she does not answer the phone. The actions, which Quinn abates, are 
becoming more and more desperate. He is losing his grip on this 'role' and if he loses it completely 
then he is left without identity. He tries to seek the help from the real detective, who turns out to be 
a writer. He unfortunately cannot help but chooses to cash the check, so Quinn could receive a 
salary for his work. One of his last decisions is to sit in front of the apartment building where 15	  
Stillman junior and his wife lived. Keeping an eye on if Stillman senior would come by them. Here 
he waits for a long time, exactly how long is not known of the narrator. Quinn sticks to the money 
he has and "he made every effort to minimize the risks" (Auster, 2011:114). He would like to be 
able to stay in front of the building for as long as possible and sleeps very little. He could have been 
there for months, “exactly how long it is impossible to say” (Auster, 2011:114), he finds out that he 20	  
ran out of money and goes home to get more. Both of these actions are contemplated actions; he 
had a plan, which were not realized (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002). 
On the way home he sees his own reflection. This is the first time the reader gets a bit of 
knowledge about Quinn’s appearance. It is a direct definition when we hear that "his clothes were 
discolored, disheveled, debauched by filth. His face was covered by a thick black beard with tiny 25	  
flecks of grey in it. His hair was long and tangled, matted into tufts behind his ears, and crawling 
down in curls almost to his shoulders" (Auster, 2011:121). He could not stay, and he was on. He 
contacted Paul Auster and learns that Stillman senior. is dead and that the check bounced. Quinn is 
stunned, now his grip on this 'role' is really over. He returns home to think things through and start 
over, but when entering he looks to find that all he owned was gone, he went in and "studied the 30	  
furniture more carefully and saw that it was not his" (Auster, 2011:124). When losing important 
object such as his typewriter, his books and everything else that was a part of creating him, he loses 
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himself. Without a place to stay, and no people he could seek help from; he takes over to the only 
place that seems familiar to him - Stillman junior. and his wife's home. 
It is empty and he ends up taking all his and threw it out the window. He were vulnerable, he is lost, 
there is no reason other than to lie down and write in the notebook. He falls asleep in the darkness 
and when he wakes up is light in the room and food next to him. He eats all the food and further 5	  
writes in the notebook. When the light disappears, he lies down to sleep again. This pattern 
continues. He eats less and spend more time writing, the darkness comes faster than the day before 
this continues until there was no light left. 
Here ends Quinn’s mystery, and the story changes from an extradiegetic narrator to an 
intradiegetic narrator. The intradiegetic narrator was a friend of Paul Auster and together they went 10	  
to look for Quinn, all they could find was his red notebook. The story has been told from what the 
narrator could decipher from that book. He was an extradiegetic narrator working with an 
intradiegetic narrator. This person did his best to tell Quinn mystery as well as he could. Neither the 
readers nor the author really found out what Quinn’s ending was, he had disappeared and has 
become a part of the landscape New York. The narrator closes by saying, “He will be with me 15	  
always. And wherever he may he may have disappeared to, I wish him luck” (Auster, 2011: 133). 
When discovering this can the reader then really trust the words from the narrator? Did all of this 
really happen or did he make it all up? The narrator admits, “I have followed the red notebook as 
closely as I could, and any inaccuracies in the story should be blamed on me” (Auster, 2011:133).  
The extradiegetic narrator uses Quinn and his red notebook as a dummy while he is playing a 20	  
ventriloquist, he is the one controlling what to take from the red notebook. He is the one who 
decides how to portray Quinn. 
 
We have also looked at the title of the novel ‘The City of Glass’. The city itself is New York, the 
landscape where people can get lost easily and can completely disappear into nothingness. The 25	  
glass refers to something unstable. Something we can see through and break into many small 
pieces.  
 
For our analysis on autofiction, we looked for if and when the authors real name would appear in 
the novel as Herman et al states. We found this on page 92 our protagonist Quinn meet a man 30	  
named Paul Auster, same name as the author of the story and in the novel, the character is as well a 
writer. When they first meet Paul Auster is standing and “in his right hand, fixed between his thumb 
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and two fingers, he held an uncapped fountain pen, still poised in a writing position” (Auster, 
2011:92-93) at their very first meeting the author has making his own character Quinn. They sit and 
talk and Quinn then discover that he is not a detective. Auster is however, an author writing about 
the authorship of ‘Don Quixote’. This is ironic since we do not truly know who the real narrator of 
this novel is. They never have a second meeting. 5	  
At the end of the book, Auster and a friend of his (the ‘real’ narrator of the novel) go out to look 
for Quinn, they go looking for him at the Stillman’s apartment. Here they find nothing but the red 
notebook, which the ‘real’ narrator has used to write this story. 
We further looked for similarities in this novel. Herman et al (2010) had talked about it in our 
intertextuality theory, and we managed to find some similarities between Quinn and Don Quixote. 10	  
“What better portrait of a writer than to show a man who has been bewitched by books?” (Auster, 
2011:98), is a precise description of what has happened to Quinn. His own mystery novels that he 
ends up living on have mesmerized him. Don Quixote has Sancho Panza whom writes all of his 
adventures down and therefore Cervantes claim no ownership of it. Auster can as well cast away all 
ownership of this novel since Quinn has his own squire – the little red notebook. Books as always 15	  
been an importance to Quinn and kept few people close, so the notebook was a natural choice for 
squire. 
In the original adventure people who loves and cares for Don Quixote wants to cure him of his 
madness and “the idea was to hold a mirror up to Don Quixote’s madness, to record each of his 
absurd and ludicrous delusions” (Auster, 2011:99), this is why they created the book. Quinn has lost 20	  
they people that could do this for him, so the narrator is the only one narrator only one who is aware 
of his ‘madness’. 
Metatextuality in this novel are between ‘The City of Glass’ and ‘Through the Looking Glass’ 
by Lewis Carrol (2010).We looked for the direct link to the novel and found it at Quinn’s second 
meeting with Stillman Senior. “The initials HD in the name Henry Dark refer to Humpty Dumpty” 25	  
(Auster, 2011:81) we even get told by Stillman senior where in the book after he quotes Humpty 
Dumpty. This is where we can find similarities between Stllman senior and Humpty Dumpty. 
Stillman senior walks around in the streets of New York and collect ‘trash’, he states, “every object 
is similar to the umbrella, in that it serves a function. A pencil is for writing, a shoe is for wearing, a 
car is for driving. Now, my question is this. What happens when a thing no longer performs its 30	  
function?” (Auster, 2011:77) Quinn learns that ‘mission’ which Stillman is to find the real word for 
the objects that are no longer the original object. This is similar to what Humpty Dumpty is doing, 
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he makes words and name meaning. Everything must have a meaning. ‘’must a name mean 
something?’ Alice asked doubtfully. ‘Of course it must Humpty Dumpty said’ (Carrol, 2010:78).  
They both believes that objects should have a name and a meaning even if it no longer performs it 
original function. 
Then there is of course the direct link to Edgar Allan Poe’s work ‘William Wilson’. He character 5	  
within the short story does not the actual name William Wilson, but something close to it. We never 
get to hear the real name, but it is close to William Wilson. In the story he meets a person that looks 
just like him, has the same last name and he even follows after him. He is a real doppelganger. The 
only real difference Wilson can find between them, is that the doppelganger can only whisper. After 
some time William Wilson moves away, but learns that the doppelganger has followed him. In the 10	  
end Wilson is driving mad by the whisper and the following, desperately to stop it he grabs a knife 
and stabs the doppelganger. To his surprise, no body falls to the ground, but a mirror appears and he 
realizes that he has just stabbed himself. 
 
Postmodernity within ‘City of Glass’ 15	  
‘City of Glass’ by Paul Auster serves as good example of Postmodernity, both within the actual 
story of the novel and in terms of writing style. Despite the fact that Malpas claims that it is hard to 
point out features of The Postmodern society, the post modernistic architecture can as a feature, be 
pointed out more accurately. He also stated that the typical features within the architecture were not 
considered the design, but the use of materials. These materials are glass, concrete and steel. 20	  
(Malpas, 2005:16). One gets a sense of this in chapter 11.  
Between the lines, we also see several traits of the postmodern writing style, referred to as the 
genre of ‘Postmodernism’. When reading Auster’s mystery novel, the reader quickly realizes that 
nothing can be expected or foreseen. Paul Auster does this by constantly toying with the reader’s 
attention, making the reader follow the usual idea of the rules of a normal detective fiction novel 25	  
only to break the rules later. 
The story starts out with the protagonist, Daniel Quinn, picking up the phone. A stranger asks for 
Paul Auster, the detective. Already at this point, the reader is (most likely) intrigued by the way that 
the author is breaking with the rules.  By putting himself in the book, Paul Auster questions the 
relationship between reality and fiction. This is an example of what Linda Hutcheon refers to as a 30	  
self-conscious mode of writing, or rather historgraphic metafiction. This sort of writing might make 
the reader ask; “Is this story based on real events?” or “Is the real Paul Auster an actual writer or in 
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fact, a detective?”.  The use of historgraphic metafiction is a typical trait of Postmodernism. This 
trait appears as a pattern throughout the whole novel. Another example of this is when Quinn meets 
Paul Auster the writer.  
The reader constantly has to keep up in order to keep track of who is who. One might say that 
the story evolves from a detective novel to an identity game; Daniel Quinn who goes under the 5	  
pseudonym William Wilson, writes about the detective, Max Work, who lives the life of an actual 
detective, Paul Auster (whom never appears). Quinn pretends to be Paul Auster, the detective, and 
meets Paul Auster, the writer (who also is a writer in our physical world). This identity confusion 
not only teases the reader, but also poses ontological questions about The self.  
The constant go-about between the different characters and the blurred lines can make the reader 10	  
ask: “How does one really exist?” “What is a self, and an identity?” “Is it possible to change and 
adapt our identities?”.  Brian McHale argues this trait to be one of the most common traits among 
the traits of Postmodernism.  
Books with similar traits are books like Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s adventures in Wonderland and 
Alice through the Looking glass. The very same question of the self is seen through Alice’s journey. 15	  
In her attempt to discover herself, she loses herself along the way. She then spends the rest of the 
journey trying to find herself again i.e. when she says ‘At least I know who I was when I got up this 
morning’ (Lewis Carroll 1993:27). This is another example of ontological questions where in the 
case of Alice; a main question might be does an identity change, if we change physically? Or can 
one ever lose their identity?  20	  
In case the reader does not take notice in these implicit questions, Paul Auster makes sure to 
make it more obvious by referring to other texts, in this case, Alice’s adventures in Wonderland. 
This is otherwise known as Intertextuality. The author crosses the boarders of Intertextuality, 
Metafiction, and Autofiction when Paul Auster tells Quinn that he is writing an article about 
different identities of the narrator of Cervantes “Don Quixote”.  The clash of these three traits 25	  
serves as one of the best examples of why the novel falls under the genre of Postmodernism. In 
addition to this, the thought of whether or not that the reader can in fact trust the author, contributes 
to the bigger question (as mentioned above); what is reality? i.e. when the narrator searches for 
Quinn with Paul Auster:  
 30	  
“He had spent several months trying to track down Quinn, but with no success(…)It was then 
that I suggested that we take a look at the Stillman apartment” (Paul Auster 2011:132)  
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 The missing of Quinn leads to a change of writing style, when suddenly reader is left in an 
empty room with no leading character. 
 
“And wherever he may have disappeared to, I wish him good luck”(Paul Auster 2011:133) 
 5	  
The artistic attempt to amuse through the identity confusion leads to Auster breaking with the 
rules of the structure of the detective novel.  The very book itself poses the question: Are there in 
fact any rules? 
 
Theory (Subjectivity & Learning) 10	  
The first theory section was concerned with postmodernism as an era this part will take a more 
sociological as well as psychological perspective. We have from our former theory part explained 
how we have adapted Simon Malpas’ view of the postmodern era. We have gained a greater 
understanding of postmodernism and postmodernity through Simon Malpas’ book ‘The 
Postmodern’. After clarifying this we can now move on to the next theory section, which will be 15	  
based on Kenneth Gergen and Anthony Giddens. The first part will introduce Kenneth Gergen’s 
theories from ‘The Saturated Self’ by Kenneth Gergen, using chapter 1, 2, 3, and 5. The second part 
will explain Anthony Gidden’s theories about self-identity based on chapter 2, 3, and 4 from his 
book ‘Modernity and Self-identity’.  
 20	  
Theories For The Humanities (Subjectivity & Learning) 
Within the dimension ‘Subjectivity and Learning’, we also went with books from two different 
theorists. These were Anthony Giddens – ‘Modernity and Self-identity: Self and Society in the Late 
Modern Age’ (1991) and Kenneth J. Gergen – ‘The Saturated Self: Dilemmas of Identity in 
Contemporary Life’ (2000). 25	  
We have used these for base in our project because we wanted to analyze how to construct identity 
within fiction novel, especially within the postmodern novels. 
We wanted to use these theories of the Self and what that implies, and what the Self means 
according to them. The theories for the Self is very important to us since our main goal is to 
discover how the postmodern age has also affected the way the Self is being created. 30	  
We have complemented this with theories from the social sciences. Kuhn (1977) explains that this 
is more based convergent thinking than the divergent thinking. The convergent thinking is based 
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upon reason and what people would consider “normal research” (Kuhn, 1977:227). 
The reason for choosing these theorists is that we wanted to use their theories for the Self. As 
Giddens tells about the self is that trust, anxiety and how the psychological effects from the 
postmodern social life is very important for the creation of the Self, whereas Gergen talks about 
how technology, globalization and modern life have importance for the creation for the Self. 5	  
 
Kenneth Gergen 
We will take our starting point in Kenneth Gergen’s theories presented in ‘The Saturated Self’ 
(2000) of the postmodern dilemmas in contemporary life. Kenneth Gergen is a Social 
Constructionist. First we will introduce the understanding of the self; even though the self might be 10	  
occur as a philosophical phenomenon - and arose as one as well – many psychologists have 
contributed to the modernist vocabulary of the self (Gergen, 2000:38). However, it is important to 
stress that this project views the self from a psychological/sociological perspective. Not 
withstanding that there can be a clear distinction hereof, but we will not go into a philosophical 
discussion, but rather focus on Kenneth Gergen’s account of the self. Nevertheless, we will make an 15	  
overview of the transformation of the understanding of the self – from romanticism to modernism to 
postmodernism. 
 
The understanding of The Self (Romanticism, Modernism and Postmodernism) 
The self can be said to be a rather abstract phenomenon. It is hard to describe the exact meaning 20	  
of it, and there are different opinions on how to go about it. ‘John Lyons proposes that the centrality 
of the self was largely a product of late-eighteenth-century thought’ (Gergen, 2000:11). Since the 
enlightenment had its start in the 18th century, this may not come as a surprise. Previously people 
were classified by the categories they belonged to, for instance religion, the soul did not belong to 
anyone but God, but steadily people started describing their experiences more personally (Gergen, 25	  
2000), one might say that people started to free themselves from religion and the belief that their 
lives and destinies were in God’s hands.  
The self and the understanding hereof have varied through time. The romanticist view arose 
during the 19th century and involves depth; passion, soul, creativity, and moral fiber (Gergen, 2000: 
6). During the early 20th century the modernist view started to dominate the understanding of the 30	  
self (Gergen, 2000). The modernist view of the self, a contrast to the romanticists, concentrated on 
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ones ability to reason, opinions, and conscious intensions (Gergen, 2000). It is within modernity 
that relationships started to become more disconnected than they previously.  
The common traditions of modernity and romanticism has gone through a rapidly change, during 
the last centuries, and have been replaced by postmodernism (Gergen, 2000) where ‘the concept of 
personal essence is thrown into doubt’ (Gergen, 2000:7). Modernists and romanticists have never 5	  
been able to agree on whether the essential self was spirit or material (Gergen, 2000). However 
‘[…] postmodernism tends to extinguish the validity of both the romantic and modern realities’ 
(Gergen, 2000:19). People started to be aware of the fact that objects around them are nothing but 
products of perspective (Gergen, 2000), and further that everything is debateable as well as 
negotiable. But if we live in a world were everything can be negotiated, can our selves then cease to 10	  
exist? Are our selves nothing but another product of perspective? Even our own personality seems 
to be negotiable, ‘persons exist in a state of continuous construction and deconstruction’ (Gergen, 
2000:7). One might say that this makes it a difficulty to define ones self. People have, due to doubt, 
lost the experience of a secure self, so to speak, every action and what one stands for can be thrown 
into doubt (Doubt will be elaborated on, later in this section). Gergen believes that ‘the final stage 15	  
in this transition to the postmodern is reached when the self vanishes fully into a stage of 
relatedness’ (Gergen, 2000:17).  
 
Language in relation to The Self 
Ludwig Wittgenstein states that the limits of one’s world are identical with the limits of language 20	  
(Gergen, 2000). Language is what constitutes emotions, thought, values, opinions, motivation etc. it 
is, according to Gergen, what makes our personality intelligible (Gergen, 2000). Language has an 
effect on how one comprehends the self, so to speak. Further, Gergen states that ‘the languages of 
the self are malleable’ (Gergen, 2000:15) and as these languages change, so does social life 
(Gergen, 2000) The comprehension of the self has changed throughout history, and Gergen believes 25	  
that this is due to Social Saturation (Gergen, 2000).  
 
Social Saturation of The Self  
Modernity, globalization, and technology are all important reasons to why life has changed 
(Gergen, 2000). Let us start with an explanation of how technology has had such a huge impact on, 30	  
for instance, the self. Gergen states that the technological development is the cause of the changes 
in relationships. To put it in another way, technology is the reason why close relationships are rare. 
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Transportation has improved, and nowadays the World Wide Web is almost a part of everyone’s 
daily life. There are various ways of communicating with people from near and far using the 
Internet. This can, according to Gergen, cause isolation (both individual and mediated) that causes 
what Gergen calls techno-reality. People living in a techno-reality do not have anyone to relate to 
and therefore no one to help them construct a world of meaning, reality or value; this frankly 5	  
spoken becomes a state of techno-being (Gergen 2000:xvii). 
 
Social Constructionism, Doubt and The Postmodern Self      
Living in a postmodern era can be a challenging matter. For it is within this life, that everything is 
debateable, negotiable, and most importantly everything can be doubted. As formerly argued, even 10	  
the existence and identity of the individual can be doubted. ‘For the postmodern, however, the very 
“facts of life” themselves are thrown into question […] One cannot escape perspective’ (Gergen, 
2000:120). One might say that when everything is doubted, even the “facts of life”, it can have 
some serious consequences for individuals in relation to how they perceive the world and 
themselves. Not only can everything be doubted, but our doubts ‘[…] are also subject to doubt’ 15	  
(Gergen, 2000:134). Furthermore, doubt also seems to be a construction of the world, and according 
to Gergen, not only is everything doubtable but constructions of the world as well; nothing is pure 
reality (Gergen, 2000). Gergen further believes that doubt creates a constant struggle for keeping a 
‘[…] sense of spontaneous or sincere being’ (Gergen, 2000:133). We believe that the biggest 
question of all, in the matter of the self, is: Do we even have a self? Gergen proposes that ‘[…] we 20	  
have no way of “getting down to the self as it is”. And thus we edge toward the more unsettling 
question: on what grounds can we assume that beneath the layers of accumulated understandings 
there is, in fact, an obdurate “self” to be located?’ (Gergen, 2000:122).  In the end, there is no 
conclusion to this question of the self. It is, as Gergen puts it, a matter of perspective and socially 
constructed beliefs (Gergen, 2000).   25	  
 
Anthony Giddens (Poststructuralist) 
This section will focus on Anthony Giddens', a sociologist and poststructuralist, theories 
regarding the Late Modern Age. It is important to stress that when Giddens refers to The Late 
Modern Age, he refers to what Simon Malpas calls the postmodern age. We will adapt the term 30	  
postmodern age and use it instead of Late Modern Age throughout this section. Furthermore 
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Giddens uses the term modernity in a general sense to explain the tendencies in the society of post-
feudal Europe and its implications on a world-historical scale (Giddens, 1991:14-15).  
    
The Self 
In a postmodern age one might say that the individual is confronted with a social life filled with 5	  
risks, anxiety and threats of meaninglessness, followed by multiple choices and crises of 
uncertainty. Globalized challenges and influences of mediated experiences have come much closer 
to the modern individual (Giddens, 1991). In pre-modern times crises were perceived as being a 
minor part of life, nowadays life itself is regarded as a big crisis for all human beings collectively, 
local and individual. Crises and risk goes hand in hand with trust, where the latter is fundamental to 10	  
an individual’s identity and faith in the abstracts systems of the postmodern society (Giddens, 
1991).  
Giddens (1991) talks about life crises and existential anxiety, and how they involve many aspects 
beyond the anxiety itself (Giddens, 1991). These life crises may result in a long-lasting anxiety as 
well as it threatens the individual's’ livelihood and sense of wellbeing, which might cause the 15	  
individual to suffer from psychological disruptions (Giddens, 1991). According to Giddens (1991) 
society and anxieties, including risks and dangers, in the late modern age play a crucial role in 
modern family, its patterns and formation of a self. The society with its institutions and the 
individual social life are not separated, but very much interwoven with each other through interplay 
and influences (Giddens, 1991). In the case of existential anxiety, formation of a self, and its 20	  
faithful follower; the ontological security1 , ones self-identity is roughly build up around a 
stratification model (Giddens, 1991:35), which can be explained as a sort of structure the modern 
individual has to cope with. According to this stratification model, he points at some existential 
questions: By virtue of being a human being, one must have knowledge, in some extent or another, 
and be reflexive of ones actions.  25	  
 
Anxiety 
Anxiety is indeterminate, which means that it is not pointed at a specific object, but rather a 
substitute for something else much deeper which have caused the anxiety, this is important in order 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  1’	  Ontological security: a sense of continuity and order in events , including those not directly within the perceptual 
environment of the individual’ (Giddens, 1991: 243) 
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to understand the reasons why anxiety is relevant to formation of identity in the postmodern age. 
The substitute formations operate with two and advantageous mediums in handling the anxiety: 
‘they avoid the direct experience of psychic conflict deriving from ambivalence, and they block off 
the further development of anxiety from its prime source’ (Giddens, 1991: 44). Giddens (1991) 
states that defence mechanisms such as identification and projection are necessary intertwined 5	  
means to handle anxiety. Identification containing projection is utilized as imitation actors, where 
one individual adopts patterns of behaviour of another and incorporate them as one’s own. 
 
Existential questions 
In postmodernity there are five different types of existential questions an individual can reflect 10	  
upon  (Giddens, 1991). However, we are only going to focus on the fourth question Giddens 
proposes in his book due to its relevance to our project. It concerns the self-identity, which depends 
on an individual’s reflexive awareness or self-consciousness. Self-identity   
 
‘[...] is not something that is just given, as a result of the continuities of the individual’s action-15	  
system, but something that has to be routinely created and sustained in the reflexive activities of the 
individual (Giddens, 1991: 52). 
 
Due to the fragmented and constantly changing outer world, the individual is constantly 
occupied with its own existential well being (Giddens, 1991). The consequences of such behaviour 20	  
can be a feeling of overwhelming anxiety (Giddens, 1991). Another scenario could be an individual 
who is challenged in maintaining its integrity with its norms and morality values. However, very 
often, this individual marked by its constant, obsessed behavioural self-control (Giddens, 1991).   
  
Life-styles, life-plans & pure relationships 25	  
All aspects of life are linked together in past, present and future with existential questions an 
individual may ask: What to be? What to do? How to act and react? (Giddens, 1991).  
Giddens digs deeper into the terms of a self or identity in the Late Modern Age. This involves 
primarily, lifestyles and life plans in a high modern society saturated with its day-to-day life non-
grounded and concrete definable choices and abstract systems (Giddens, 1991). The former 30	  
represents two things, namely the practical dispositions an individual comprises and a practical way 
an individual can contribute to their narrative self-identity. In other words, lifestyles are costumes 
or routines of daily life, such as the way one is dressed, eats and moves within specific social 
milieus or arenas. In accordance with the reflexive project of the self, the routines are changeable 
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and adaptable (Giddens, 1991). However, despite that these lifestyles are bounded in changeable 
costumes and routines in daily life, it is important that the ontological security is maintained with its 
structured order of patterns (Giddens, 1991). 
Various significant impacts in the postmodernity characterize the overwhelming choices an 
individual has to make; choices, which consequences not always may be calculated and predicted 5	  
(Giddens, 1991). First, awareness of one’s existence in a post-traditional society with all its 
confrontations of choices and following decisions on how to eat, live and love (Giddens, 1991). 
Second, the multiple choices of ‘pluralisation of live worlds’, that refers to the dissolution of the 
traditional values and lifestyles (Berger in Giddens, 1991:83). Traditional societies or settings have 
always been marked by its close connections with one’s family, neighbours and even work 10	  
colleagues (Giddens, 1991). In modern contexts, however, the phasing out of these close, traditional 
values and connections are replaced by separation between private and public settings (Giddens, 
1991). Nevertheless this separation is much more complex than that, because postmodern frames on 
local and global scales are dominated by its subdivided elements where each overlaps and 
intertwines each other (Giddens, 1991). Due to the various social settings a subject is moving in, it 15	  
can cause unpleasantness for those whose lifestyle is questioned.      
Life planning, and sometimes-even life planning calendars, is essential. As Giddens states: ‘Life 
plans are the substantial content of the reflexively organized trajectory of the self’ (1991: 85). In 
other words, this universal life planning is determined by how an actor organizes his life and actions 
according to his wishes needs and desires (Giddens, 1991). Finally, choices and intimate relations 20	  
are in particular linked to one another, where these distinguish from the ones in traditional contexts. 
Within the personal life, transformations of intimacy refers to how the intimate sphere has been 
phased out and replaced by pure relationships, characterized by its vanishing external criteria such 
as kinship or traditional obligation, and further what can be gained and rewarded: How much can 
this particular relationship offer me? (Giddens, 1991). The pure relationships, requires and 25	  
presupposes commitment and trust to the relationship itself as well as the parts involved (Giddens, 
1991). Overall, one could say that in cases with both marriages and friendship, whether sexual or 
not, it is the mutual emotional satisfaction, ego-dominated affection and reflection of one’s identity 
in another, which is the focal point.  
 30	  
Fate, risk and security 
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In postmodernity fate, have been erased and replaced by the complete opposite: A risk society or 
risk climate with challenges on macro and micro levels includes abstract systems with its symbolic 
tokens and expert systems, as well as fateful moments (Giddens, 1991). However, despite all these 
challenges, Giddens (1991) stresses that there is no greater dangers of living in a risk society than in 
pre-modern times, but the awareness of them has increased. This appearance ‘concerns anxieties 5	  
generated by risk calculations themselves, plus the problem of screening out ‘unlikely’ 
contingencies, thus reducing life - planning to manageable proportions’ (Giddens, 1991: 182). 
Giddens (1991) continues to discuss how these challenges intertwines and interacts with each other, 
where fateful moments, involve these decisions individuals in the postmodern age have to make, 
purposely or non-purposely.  10	  
 
Analysis (Subjectivity & Learning) 
Kenneth Gergen 
Taking a closer look at the term the self in relation to The Post-modern society, we can state 
according to Gergen, that the self suffers from numerous of different consequences that can be 15	  
problematized (Gergen 200: Xvii) The newer technology and the rapidly growing globalization is a 
newer feature of society that Paul Auster reflects upon in his novel. The story never directly reveals 
what year it is, but by the descriptions of technology and surroundings, such as the use of a 
telephone, suggests that we are within the late twentieth century. Auster’s ontological questions of 
life, reality and the self mirror the thoughts of Gergen very well:  20	  
 
‘A part of him had died, he told his friends, and he did not want it coming back to haunt him. It was then 
that he had taken the name of William Wilson. Quinn was no longer that part of him that could write 
books, and although in many ways Quinn continued to exist, he no longer existed for anyone but himself’  
(Auster, 2011:4).  25	  
 
The novel’s protagonist, Daniel Quinn, is the subject of exposal to the circumstances of the Post-
modern surroundings. In other words, through the eyes of Quinn, the reader learns what the post-
modern self, looks like.  
Observing Quinn, the reader learns that he is a widow writer living alone in the big city, New 30	  
York. Not only is he a widow, but a grieving parent to his departed son, Peter. Auster does not 
elaborate on Quinn’s grief, however, descriptions of his daily life routines reveals how affected he 
is by his own history; he has isolated himself by cutting off all human interaction. One might even 
claim that he lives in a melancholic state of mind; 
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‘[…] it always left him with the feeling of being lost. Lost, not only in the city but within himself as well. 
Each time he took a walk, it felt as though he were leaving himself behind, and by giving himself up to 
the movement of the streets, by reducing himself to seeing eye, he was able to escape the obligation to 
think, and this, more than anything else, brought him a measure of peace, a salutary emptiness within’ 5	  
(Auster, 2011:4). 
  
Following Gergen’s theory of mind, Quinn’s lack of interaction with other people and missing 
relationships is what causes his isolation. Furthermore, ‘his sense of self has become multiplicitous’ 
(Gergen 2000). In addition to this, Quinn explains that the only real contact he has ever had to his 10	  
agent was through mail (Auster, 2011:5). This lack of interaction is what is referred to as a 
mediated isolation, which causes a techno reality.  The circumstances of such isolation is not 
possible without the mentioned technology and therefore points towards the problems caused 
through newer technology developed i.e. the phone and the improvement of the mail by 
improved/more rapid transportation. An interesting aspect of this is the fact that this sort of isolation 15	  
and techno reality seems present in the novel without the more revolutionary technology such as the 
Internet. (We assume this that since the author did not include any descriptions of such technology). 
Along with the industrialization came the urbanization, leading to the abruptions of the smaller 
societies (Gergen, 2000). Larger cities, which are greatly populated, often results in a social 
condition that alienates the individual, leaving them in a state of loneliness among thousands of 20	  
strangers, which is the case with Quinn who in the novel, is set to live in New York- a largely 
populated city.  The society of the late eighteenth century is a society filled with multiple options 
(Gergen 2000). These options gives the individual the opportunity to invent their self, in other 
words; the individual could now make up their own identity i.e. Quinn who chooses to be a writer 
under the name William Wilson.   25	  
The overwhelming wave of opportunities can cause panic and anxiety, making the opportunities 
a challenge and a burden. The range of technology and access (belonging under the category of the 
new wave of opportunities) can then instead cause the individual the disability to comprehend their 
self. We witness Gergen’s statement about the consequences that relationships suffer through the 
example of Quinn: ‘New York was the nowhere he had built around himself […]’  (Auster, 2011:4).  30	  
Quinn’s reinvention of himself, after the isolation, makes drastic turns. Not only does he attempt 
to create a new identity through his detective work, but also he constantly switches back and forth 
between the multiple of selves. Under the name of Paul Auster, Quinn plays the part of a character 
that he himself has invented (Max Work) and lives the life of a detective whom he has written about 
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for the past years of his life. One might even claim that he disappears into the only world that he 
knows and has been a part of, since it is the closest reality he has been a part of for a long period of 
time. Within this reality, he swops between the identities of Henry Dark, Peter Stillman, Paul 
Auster and William Wilson: ‘Look at it through Auster’s eyes, he said to himself, and don’t think of 
anything else’ (Auster 2011:51). 5	  
Since that Quinn has no one to relate to, one might consider him to have become a “techno-
being”. His lack of relations might have caused him to be unable to, as Gergen himself puts it” 
construct a world of meaning, reality or value” (Gergen 2000:xvii).  
It can therefore be questioned, whether or not the story was a story in itself or if it in fact was a 
story of a man who lost his sense of self due to isolation. If he had cut himself off in such a sense 10	  
that he ended up creating several identities in his own reality within the one he wrote about as an 
author. One could then claim, that the ending of the book might be the point where his reality 
collapsed, realizing that he was unable to recognize himself: ‘He had no feeling about it at all, for 
the fact was he did not recognize himself. He thought he had spotted a stranger in the mirror, and in 
that first moment he turned around sharply to see who it was. ‘But there was no one near him’ 15	  
(Auster, 2011: 120).   
Finally, one could claim that once this collapse happened, he completely lost his own sense of 
self, which was demonstrated by his disappearance in the end of the novel.  In addition to these 
considerations, one might at last wonder, who the actual author of the story is?  
Whether or not the claims above are true or false, it can be argued that Paul Auster demonstrates the 20	  
Postmodern-self in playful and artistic way. He manages to make the reader question the self, and 
through the novel, display it as something constructed.  
 
Anthony Giddens 
In a postmodern risk climate with its fateful moments, pure relationships and life-styles, the 25	  
formation of a self is challenged as never before. This endless jungle of reflexive projects of selves 
in various arenas confronts the modern individual with continuous choices on day-day basis in 
which the existential anxiety lurks around on every corner. A great deal of this existential anxiety is 
rooted in the phasing out of reliable traditional values and family patterns with common support and 
care for each other, and has been replaced by pure relationships with its mutual commitment in the 30	  
centre. All these postmodern challenges leads us to Daniel Quinn, who is an important character, an 
anonymous loner at the age of 35, in the postmodern fiction novel City Of Glass by Paul Auster. 
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City of glass is a classic example of a central theme in the postmodern age, namely identity 
challenges to its extremes: an extreme illustration of Quinn and his divisions into multiple selves: 
 
‘In the triad of selves that Quinn had become, Wilson served as a kind of ventriloquist. Quinn himself 
was the dummy, and Work was the animated voice that gave purpose to the enterprise. If Wilson was an 5	  
illusion, he nevertheless justified the lives of the other two’ (Auster, 2011: 6).   
  
This trait of multiple selves, constant adaptable to every social or private arena, is highly typical 
for individuals, primarily in western societies of the postmodern age, because fate is dissolved, and 
individuals have to determinate and create their own. It is no longer a foregone conclusion and there 10	  
is no one other than you to blame if things produce other outcomes than expected or hoped for. 
However, in the case of Quinn things had gone out of hand. Due to this absent fate, the identity 
crisis he experiencing, confronts him with overwhelming anxiety that feels like a quest within a 
labyrinth, a labyrinth filled with risks and dangers, he has to challenge and overcome in order to 
come closer to find his inner core: 15	  
  
‘He had, of course, long ago stopped thinking of himself as real. If he lived now in the world at all, it was 
only at one remove, through the imaginary person of Max Work. His detective necessarily had to be real. 
(….) If Quinn had allowed himself to vanish, to withdraw into the confines of a strange and hermetic life, 
Work continued to live in the world of others, and the more Quinn seemed to vanish, the more persistent 20	  
Work’s presence in that world became’ (Auster, 2011: 9). 
    
The trigger for Quinn cleavage of identities is primarily due to a life-crisis, a fateful moment in 
its worst manifestation: the death of Quinn’s wife and son. This crisis has resulted in existential 
anxiety and doubts about Quinn’s Self-identity and he feels obliged to reconstruct other identities in 25	  
order to maintain emotional survival. In other words, his livelihood as a father and provider with its 
embedded ontological security is threatened on the foundation itself, and a vacuum of nonexistence 
follows ‘He no longer wished to be dead. At the same time, it cannot be said that he was glad to be 
alive’ (Auster, 2011:5). 
Quinn is terribly lonely, because the pure relationships him and his wife may have had, are no 30	  
longer present in his life, because he does not feel that he is able to maintain the commitment, these 
relationships demand. In other words, Quinn was no longer capable of contribute with a sincere self 
or ‘true self’ to these pure relationships and the only human contact he occasionally has, is with 
strangers he meets in public domains. Strangers without names ‘For several years Quinn had been 
having the same conversation with this man, whose name he did not know’ (Auster, 2011: 37). This 35	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scenario is not unusual, because in Western city cultures of the postmodern age, this alienation are 
the outcome of dissolutions of traditional values. We are basically all strangers to each other. 
Quinn’s few interests range from baseball on the television, operas, visiting art museums, 
reading, writing books and most important of all, walks. Many walks through the City Of Glass, a 
labyrinth of streets in which one’s identity can disappear and gets lost: 5	  
 
‘New York was an inexhaustible space, a labyrinth of endless steps, and no matter how far he walked, no 
matter how well he came to know its neighbourhoods and streets, it always left him with a feeling of 
being lost. Lost, not only in the city, but within himself as well’ (Auster, 2011: 3-4). 
 10	  
For banish the ghosts of his dead family from his life, he writes mystery novels in the 
pseudonym, William Wilson. The private - eye narrator, the detective Max Work, confronts many 
challenges in solving particular cases, cases, which to some extent have similarities with Quinn's 
‘own life’ and his search for an inner core of a self, an anchor of a self that is disappearing within 
the labyrinth of New York’s streets and himself as well: 15	  
 
‘Each time he took a walk, he felt as he though he were leaving himself behind, and by giving himself up 
to the movement of the streets, by reducing himself to a seeing eye, he was able to escape the obligation 
to think, and this, more than anything else, brought him a measure of peace, a salutary emptiness within’ 
(Auster, 2011:4). 20	  
 
What challenges his already fragile self-identity and throws him even closer to the brink is that 
particular day that he is offered money to investigate the obscure Stillman case. Another pseudo-
self, ‘the private detective’ Paul Auster, is hereby born: ‘This first was to tell himself that he was no 
longer Daniel Quinn. He was Paul Auster now, and with each step he took he tried to fit more 25	  
comfortably into the strictures of that transformation’ (Auster, 2011:61). 
This obscure case determines Quinn’s ‘fate’ because it leads Quinn nowhere, an anti-climax. 
Due to his obsession, he gradually loses grip on reality that lead him into undiscovered worlds of 
illusions. By virtue of Quinn’s absence of a meaningful life-style and life-plan, he is easy to 
persuade to take the case on Stillman senior, who is a senile old man and easy to follow in the big 30	  
city. This actor, along with Peter Stillman junior, Virginia Stillman, the wife of Peter Stillman 
Junior and Paul Auster, the writer, play significant roles in relation to Quinn’s identities issues. 
Especially Virginia Stillman. During his investigations, he becomes acquainted with her, and she 
makes a great impression on him. Renewed hope for a new pure relationship arises:  
 35	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‘Although the memory of the kiss was still sharp in Quinn’s mind, there had been no further romantic 
developments. At first, Quinn had expected something to happen. After such a promising start, he felt 
certain that he would eventually find Mrs Stillman in his arms’ (Auster, 2011: 63). 
 
Despite the new identity as the ‘private detective’ Paul Auster, Quinn adopts, he is still able to 5	  
distinguish between himself as Quinn and the role he is playing, although he is not yet aware of the 
fatal consequences within this case will results: 
  
‘The effect of being Paul Auster, he had begun to learn, was not altogether unpleasant. Although he still 
had the same body, the same mind, the same thoughts, he felt as though he had somehow been taken out 10	  
of himself, as if he no longer had to walk around with the burden of his own consciousness’ (Auster, 
2011:50). 
 
His play with multiple identities during his mysterious investigation continues. These adaptable 
identities to every situation are now a well known subject to him, but nonetheless he still manages 15	  
to distinguish between them. Or is he? The reflexive project of the self is constant fluid and 
adaptable to different milieus of the Late Modern Age and it causes one to reflect and reconsider: 
Who am I really? What is the ‘true nature’ of my Self? 
At the first meeting with Stillman Senior, he presents himself as Daniel Quinn: 
 20	  
Stillman Senior: ‘It’s not that I dislike strangers per se. It’s just that I prefer not to speak to anyone who 
does not introduce himself. In order to begin, I must have a name.’ 
Quinn: ‘But once a man gives you his name, he’s no longer a stranger. […] Anything else, even the truth, 
would be an invention, a mask to hide behind and keep him safe. 
Quinn: ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘I’m happy to oblige you. My name is Quinn.’ (Auster, 2011:74). 25	  
 
On the second as Henry Dark: 
 
‘Then, looking up from his menu, he studied Quinn’s face in an abstract sort of way. He apparently did 
not recognize him from the day before.’ (Stillman Senior) 30	  
Stillman Senior: ‘Do I know you?’ he asked.  
Quinn: ‘I don’t think so,’ said Quinn. ’My name is Henry Dark.’ (Auster, 2011:79). 
He is an important character from the thesis by Stillman himself ‘The Garden and the Tower: 
Early Visions of the New World’, and at the third meeting, as Peter Stillman junior: 
 35	  
The old man asked him who he was. (Stillman Senior) 
Quinn: ‘My name is Peter Stillman,’ said Quinn. 
Stillman Senior: ‘That’s my name,’ answered Stillman. ‘I’m Peter Stillman.’ 
Quinn: ’I’m the other Peter Stillman,’ said Quinn. 
Stillman Senior: ‘Oh. You mean my son. Yes, that’s possible. You look just like him. Of course, Peter is 40	  
blond and you are dark. Not Henry Dark, but dark of hair. But people change, don’t they? One minute 
we’re one thing, and then another.’ (Auster, 2011: 84) 
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Furthermore, while following in the footsteps on this older, senile man, Quinn is forced to do the 
opposite of wander; a wandering that has a significant meaning to him: 
 
‘Quinn was use to wandering. His excursions through the city had taught him to understand the 
connectedness of inner and outer. […] By flooding himself with externals, by drowning himself out of 5	  
himself, he had managed to exert some small degree of control over his fits of despair.’(Auster: 2011: 61) 
 
The downward spiral begins with the disappearance of Stillman senior, and Quinn subsequent 
visit at ‘the real’ Paul Auster’s home. At the writer’s place he is confronted with all his losses, the 
deaths of his wife and son. The worst part is that when it turns out that Paul Auster’s wife and son 10	  
have some similarities with his own dead family, so it is completely impossible for him to let go. 
 
‘Quinn was nowhere now. He had nothing, he knew nothing, he knew that he knew nothing. Not only had 
he been sent back to the beginning, he was now before the beginning, and so far before the beginning that 
it was worse than any end he could imagine’ (Auster, 2011: 104). 15	  
 
After this fateful moment, he begins in desperation to call Virginia Stillman, maintained by the 
hope and yearnings for a better future, although he convinces himself of the fact that it is the 
Stillman’s disappearance that drives him. However, despite all his efforts, he never makes contact 
with her, because the phone number she has given him is always busy, and finally he loses touch 20	  
with reality. Caught by the obsession, he settles down in front of the property in which the Stillman 
lives, because he cannot take any chances of losing them or rather her, Virginia Stillman. Gradually 
he destroys himself both mentally and physically; ‘His legs were weak, and he felt as though his 
head were made of air’ (Auster, 2011: 120), turn him into a homeless, and the point of no return is a 
reality. After several months of starvation, lack of sleep and money, he finally gives up and a 25	  
complete transformation has taken place: 
 
‘More than anything else, he reminded himself of Robinson Crusoe, and he marvelled at how quickly 
these changes had been taken place in him. It had been no more than a matter of months, and in that time 
he had become someone else. He tried to remember himself as he had been before, but he found it 30	  
difficult’ (Auster, 2011: 121). 
 
During the surveillance of Stillman’s apartment, Quinn continues to be anonymous and invisible; 
no one had ever paid any attention to him no matter how dirty he was, and ‘It was as though he had 
melted into the walls of the city’ (Auster, 2011: 117). He had become a stranger without an identity 35	  
and when he arrives at his home, he realizes this complete transformation: Another tenant has taken 
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over his apartment and everything he had ever identified him with, was gone ‘It was gone, he was 
gone, everything was gone’ (Auster, 2011: 126). 
Has everything been an illusion?  
 
Discussion 5	  
In the novel, we see how Paul Auster leaves out small hints up to ending and to who the narrator 
is. Paul Auster has pretended to do some of the same things as Miguel de Cervantes. He wants the 
readers to believe that he in fact is not the writer. He also draws on similarities between Quinn and 
Don Quixote, such as Quinn losing his grip. This has the purpose of making the reader think ‘is this 
a postmodern retelling of the first part of the classical tale?’ One might say this is because Don 10	  
Quixote in many ways reminds of Quinn. One can argue that they both live in a ‘delusional’ world. 
Paul Auster even left everything unfinished for Quinn, which is ironic since the novel of poems 
that Quinn (the author) released was called ‘Unfinished businesses. This is an example of the hints, 
which Auster left the reader. 
It can then be further discussed whether ‘The City of Glass’ can be seen as a retelling of Don 15	  
Quixote with a postmodern twist? The narrator even kept the theme of identity crises, which can 
then be seen as the original text being ahead of its time. He uses the narration, as a tool to make the 
reader question if he is the real narrator. He likes to give the reader small hints about Quinn’s self 
through different narrative tools. He does this by using names (William Wilson) and titles of other 
books within the novel (intertextuality).  20	  
As Rimmon-Kenan (2002) stated, it is important to look at names, landscapes and turning points 
when looking at characters within novels. One might say that this leads us to the believe that Paul 
Auster used these tools to confuse the reader and give them a sense of postmodern consciousness.  
Just like Cervantes, Auster claims no ownership of the book, and claims implicitly that it was 
found. 25	  
It can be discussed whether or not the theme of ‘City of Glass’ does in fact evolve around the 
self, however, when looking at the novel, we constantly run into the concept of identities. Gergen 
himself expressed that the self cannot be defined, so the closest we perhaps can point to is Quinn’s 
constant shift between identities. We see this in the beginning of the novel when the narrator 
explains how Quinn goes under the pseudonym ‘William Wilson’, furthermore when he pretends to 30	  
be Paul Auster. Later he even shifts between being Quinn, Peter Stillman and Henry Dark.  
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All of these identities finally makes the reader ask: “Who is actually who?”. Keeping up with the 
characters is no challenge in the beginning, however, once Paul Auster as a character and a writer 
enters the story, a state of metafiction stirs up to story to a level of confusion, since that is the very 
same name of the author on the front page of the book (autofiction). At this point the reader then 
starts to ask: If Paul Auster is in the story, then who wrote the book? These competing voices 5	  
belong not only to the style of Auster, but to the genre and style of Postmodernism. Taking a closer 
look at the identities of the characters, one can manage to uncover a circle of identity-clashes: We 
know that the protagonist Daniel Quinn goes under the pseudonym of the writer William Wilson 
who writes about the detective, Max Work. Quinn pretends to be Paul Auster, who lives the life of 
his own character, Max Work. To simplify it, the clash can be illustrated through the following 10	  
figure: 
Daniel Quinn/William Wilson → lives the detective life of his own character, Max Work → Writes the 
story in the red Notebook (which is the novel “City of Glass”) →  Quinn is the author who becomes his 
own invented character in his own written story, later found by Paul Auster →  Paul Auster is a writer 
and writes/publishes the story →  Like Quinn, Auster becomes the character in his own story.   15	  
 
The question then remains, who wrote the book? Was the novel an artistic creation of Auster, or 
did he re-write what Quinn wrote in the red notebook, thereby suggesting that Daniel Quinn is a 
real person. Both can be argued for, especially since Daniel Quinn is actually a real writer. 
However, there is no final proof other than the speculation itself.  20	  
As the story goes on, we witness the identities of the characters tangle up more and more. The 
situations that Quinn face, tends to get more and more odd, as the story develops. When the 
Stillman characters disappear, Quinn is left in despair. He no longer has a life or an identity and is 
forced to face himself and return to the old life that he lived before. When he stops to look at his 
own reflection, he is caught by surprise, realizing that he does not recognize himself.  After 25	  
discovering that a young woman lives in his apartment, he goes to stay at the Stillman's, who are 
nowhere to be found. One might argue that Quinn’s detective adventures were merely a product of 
his imagination; that he has imagined it all due to his loneliness. Which, according to Gergen, 
Quinn’s lack of social relations caused him to live in the only reality he had: his detective in fiction 
books. Quinn later disappears himself, resulting in that the narrator and Paul Auster goes looking 30	  
for him.  
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When Simon Malpas himself claims that there is no universal definition of ‘Postmodernity’ and 
no concise example, then how does one even argue for its existence? It is complicated to defend 
something that lacks specifications, however, there is a small yet concise trait that can be 
pinpointed: The architecture. The style and use of materials are used to distinguish between the 
different eras. Other than this, tendencies and traits within the literature are traceable. One might 5	  
even claim the majority of these are found within ‘The City of Glass’.  
    Not only does Paul Auster include the traits of Postmodernism within his own work, he also 
refers to other texts with such traits i.e. ‘Alice in Wonderland’. His ontological questioning and 
reflections of the self are typical within this genre and serves as a proof of the existence of 
‘Postmodernism’.  10	  
Other than this, Auster stages the life-style circumstances of the postmodern society by i.e. 
demonstrating techno reality, an example of the postmodern self. But how do we define this self? 
More importantly, how does Auster define it, not to mention, make us aware of it? Terms such as 
technology, globalization and urbanisation are terms most people are familiar with. Within these 
familiar settings, Auster stages a grieving individual who is more or less fighting with a sense of 15	  
purpose in a crowded concrete jungle. The phrase ‘Anything goes’ lifestyle is clearly reflected by 
the choice of a setting such as New York. This sort of city illustrates the many opportunities 
available. It is therefore a good example of the constant identity search and the existential anxiety 
that Quinn experiences. So does Auster illustrate this postmodern self positively or negatively? As 
Quinn leaps from one identity to another, it becomes clear to the reader that Quinn lives in a world 20	  
where he is not bound by anything and can disappear if he wish. He can survive without depending 
on his fellow men and women, and even without any human interaction. As this perhaps can be 
argued to be the life of the independent individual, it can also be argued to be the life of a lonely 
individual. His lack of relationships and contact with his surroundings illustrates Gergen’s thought 
of mind. Auster perhaps made an attempt to demonstrate how one can lose one’s self in the constant 25	  
search of identity. This can be seen when Quinn disappears after that he no longer can stage the part 
as Paul Auster, a sort of identity collapse happens. 
 
Conclusion 
As stated througout the entire project Paul Auster has written the ‘City of Glass’ in a postmodern 30	  
style. Paul Auster does not really operate with the self as a term, but rather identity and the identity 
crises that comes with living a life without social relations. Social relations is of major concern 
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according to Gergen, who claims that one is nothing without realtions. Social relations helps one 
create meaning, values, moral standards etc. The narrator and the constant confusion of who the 
narrator really is, has the effect that the reader gets an idea of the postmodern consciousness. There is 
a constant shift, not only in Quinn’s roles througout different social arenas, for instance as Quinn, 
Paul Auster, Henry Dark, Peter Stillman etc. but further in the shift of narrator. One might say that 5	  
this expresses the view of the self or ones identity to be rather chaotic. Paul Auster displays the social 
dilemmas through the protagonist Quinn who is living in New York and cannot seem to find his stand 
point or meaning of his life. Quinn goes through several of shifts in identity as well as criseses. First 
he developes different roles and in the end he cannot seem to regognize himself. Througout the novel 
we see various of examples of Anthony Giddens social theories of the postmodern self, however the 10	  
main concern here is Quinns existential anxiety. In the end it all comes down to the excistence of 
oneself, as Gergen states, it can be difficult to decide whether or not one is able to actually pinpoint 
the self as a part of the subject (Quinn), since it is undefineable. However the postmodern age, 
whenever one believes that era to be, has had its effect on the individual living under these conditions 
and further on the litterature, for instance the ‘City of Glass’ that one might say is clearly inspired by 15	  
the social conditions in a postmodern age. 
 
 
 
 20	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